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Abstract 


As a sacral space, mountains in Dagestan are traditionally considered to be the abode of 
gods and demons. Rainmaking rituals and folk medical procedures are performed on the 
mountain sites. On the tops of mountains, their slopes and passes there are many build- 
ings transformed later into Muslim places of worship. The paper describes some cases of 
orolatry among the peoples of Dagestan, based on the relevant sources and personal field 
materials. 
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In Dagestan, the veneration of mountains and caves has a regional charac- 
ter. The Avars have worshiped Bahargan, Modu, Ceobol-goxs, Hanibals, 
Keili-megser (“Saddle Mountain”), Addala-suhgel-megzer, Kidelisan (“Doll 
Mountain”); the Lezgins worshiped Salbuzdag, the Laks—Vacailu, the 
Kaytaghs and Aguls—Jufu-dag (Aglarov 1984: 36- 38). The Lezgins wor- 
shiped not only the mountains, but also caves and grots. Thus, the Cinna- 
Hitta and Cuval-Hvarab-noho grots in ancient times were sanctuaries, cult 
centres of the inhabitants of the Mesolithic era of Chokh site (Kotovic 
1984: 21). The Tabasaranians and other peoples of Southern Dagestan 
revered the sacred cave of Dyurx. 

Mountains were the abode of both gods and demons, but most com- 
monly they were the place of lower mythological characters as an unre- 
claimed space hostile for the humankind. Among the Andis, the mount 


" The publication was prepared within the framework of a research project supported 
by the Russian Humanitarian Science Foundation, N° 16-01-00038. 


© Koninklijke Brill NV, Leiden, 2016 DOT: 10.1163 /1573384X-20160205 


216 M. Seferbekov / Iran and the Caucasus 20 (2016) 215-218 


Bahargan was home to Clob, the supreme god of the pantheon (Aglarov 
1988: 67- 71). Today, this mountain is still a place of worship (ziyarat) for 
the inhabitants of the surrounding villages. Pilgrims come to this moun- 
tain to pray to God in case of natural disasters (drought, heavy or pro- 
longed rains, hail). They perform the dhikr ceremony (“remembrance of 
the name of Allah”) and give alms, sadaka. On the Bahargan mountain 
there is also a spring of healing water. In the same mountain, the rites of 
traditional medicine are performed: those who are ill go counterclockwise 
around the rocks for three times, pronouncing at the same time prayers 
for healing. There is a legend that the top of this mountain is inhabited by 
angels (malaikal), called Budaloal. Also, the villagers in Andy believed the 
demon Rešlsi yosi (“Daughter of the forest”) lived in the woods, moun- 
tains, canyons and caves. Jinns and Saitan also lived in these same loci. 
The old villagers in Gagatli believe that jinns live in a cave located near 
their village, in a place called Instuha (Seferbekov 2013: 75-77, 83-84). 

The Khvarshi-Avars think that mountain spirits, patrons of wild ani- 
mals and the antagonist demons of the pregnant women, Budalla ba, lived 
on the tops of Addala-suxgelu megler and Zubba mountains (Musaeva 
1995: 104- 105, 174- 175). 

According to the beliefs of Andalal-Avars, the mountain spirits Buda- 
loal carried away the stolen fetus from the mother’s womb to the top of 
Kbili-megler where they were turned into angels (malaikal) (Seferbekov 
2009: 56). Khunzakh-Avars of the Harahi village thought the Budaloal also 
lived on top of the “Mountains of the blessed” (Glabdalzazul-megler), lo- 
cated near the village of Botlih (Seferbekov/Sigabudinov 2006: 253- 254). 

Rutuls were worshiping their supreme pagan god Gyinyisu on the 
mountain tops. It was believed that this god used to strike sinners by 
lightnings and hinder them from climbing to the top. Especially famous as 
the abode of Gyinyisu was the Cyijkul mountain located between the 
Myuhrek and Sinaz villages. Here childless women asked Gyinyisu for 
children, the ill—for health, and the healthy—for the fulfillment of their 
innermost desires (Bulatova 2003: 253- 254). 

Inhabitants of the Rutul village especially revered the mountain 
Nugzya ban (“Noah’s Mountain”). There was a religious building (pir) on 
that mountain with several poles stuck into it attached to which were 
multicoloured scarves and strips. Traditionally, at the end of August, the 
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villagers gathered at the top of this mountain, walked seven times coun- 
terclockwise around the pir and then performed the dhikr rite. The ritual 
ended with the distribution of alms, mostly cereal grains (millet, rice) and 
sweets (halva). 

The Lezgins of the Samur valley believed the antagonist demon of the 
pregnant women, Al pab, was hiding in the snow-covered mountain cliffs 
of Falvan (Seferbekov/Gadzjieva 2011: 152- 153). In the Agul mythology 
jinns and saitan also lived in the mountains, cliffs and gorges. 

On the tops of the mountains, their slopes and passes were buildings 
transformed later into Muslim places of worship. Thus, in the Andy village 
of Zilo in order to conjure rain the village elders organised prayers on the 
revered mountain Clobol goxI. Didoi people prayed for rains and made 
animal sacrifices on the mountain Kidelisan 

Akhvakhs conducted their prayers for rain and offered sacrifices on 
top of the Turaari mountain (Luguev 2008: 301). Lezgins of the Karchag 
valley during their ceremonies of meteorological magic turned to the holy 
places (pir), which were in the form of rocks, springs, trees, and grave 
sites. One of these pirs is located near the village Karchag, on top of the 
mountain. It is a rock, called by the locals Pud ayaldin dide (“Mother of the 
three children”). Healing water was springing from this rock until the 
1970s but later it dried up. People who had caught the so-called evil eye 
and other diseases would come to this spring. They drank the water while 
pronouncing prayers and wishes of recovery, as well as washed their 
bodies with it. In the later period, at days of Muslim holidays and in cases 
of various diseases, troubles and misfortunes pilgrims came here to pray 
to the Supreme Being asking for healing, prosperous and happy lives. 
They would then leave food and other products as gifts near the rock 
(Karaxanov 2010: 261). 

Avars turned in their prayers to the Muslim saint Xyzyr Ilyas when 
passing through dangerous mountain passes, relying on his help and pro- 
tection (Cursin 2004: 71). Apparently, the Muslim saint has replaced the 
former patron of the mountains in the Avar mythology. 

Finally, the mountain ranges were viewed as a borderline of the un- 
derworld. The Tabasaranians, for instance, believed that the insidious 
deeds of the ugly witch Kaftar xyuc could be neutralised if one managed 
to grab her by the hair and read the mantra: “Let you not pass the moun- 
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tain range of Kvarkvul and Mount Juxnag!". After the invocation of this 
spell, the demon was believed to be unable to cross the magic line of these 
mountains, i.e. to come back again from the lower world. 
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